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Lino Oviedo, the former general charged with attempting a coup against Paraguayan President
Juan Carlos Wasmosy, has been elected by Wasmosy's own party as its candidate for the 1998
presidential elections. The result was immediately disputed by Oviedo's main rival, Luis Maria
Argana, who charged fraud. In addition, the president said he will not support Oviedo's candidacy.
In the Sept. 7 primary, the governing Asociacion Nacional Republicana (ANR, Partido Colorado)
chose its candidates for president, governors, and legislators for the May 1998 general elections. The
Partido Colorado was formed more than a century ago and has been in power since 1947, including
during the 35-year military dictatorship. The party's dominant position in politics its members make
up approximately 50% of the electorate gives its candidate a strong chance of being Paraguay's next
president.
The primary was almost postponed following a tragic accident at a political rally in Ciudad del Este,
340 km east of Asuncion in the department of Alto Parana on Paraguay's border with Argentina
and Brazil. The roof and a wall of the stadium where the rally for gubernatorial candidate Antonio
Araunda was being held collapsed, killing 38 people. Heavy rains and high winds evidently
caused the accident. Results challenged by rival After two tense weeks in which the vote count was
suspended several times and supporters of the two leading candidates engaged in violent clashes in
the streets, Oviedo was declared the winner.
The party's election tribunal announced the final results on Sept. 22. Oviedo, 53, took 36.8% of the
roughly 630,000 votes cast to 35% for Argana. Wasmosy's choice, Carlos Facetti, came in third with
22.5%. Argana's office immediately said it was taking legal action to challenge 50,000 pro-Oviedo
ballots, and, on Sept. 25, the executive board of the Partido Colorado refused to recognize Oviedo's
victory. A party official, Juan Carlos Galaverna, said the committee had asked the Tribunal Superior
de Justicia Electoral (TSJE) to investigate possible election irregularities. "Oviedo has carried out the
biggest fraud recorded in the history of the party, robbing Dr. Argana and all Colorado supporters of
their dreams and hopes for a better country," Argana's office said in a news release.
In 1992, Argana lost to Wasmosy in a bitterly fought party primary that was widely regarded as
fraudulent. In that primary, Oviedo, then head of the army and a key supporter of Wasmosy,
ordered the ballot boxes taken to an army installation to be counted. When the results were
announced, Wasmosy was the winner. The victory marks a milestone in the checkered fortunes of
Oviedo. He was a leader in overthrowing the dictatorship of Gen. Alfredo Stroessner (1954-1989),
but last year he defied the president's order that he resign, was stripped of his rank, and faces
charges of plotting a coup (see NotiSur, 05/03/96 and 04/11/97). Much of Oviedo's support comes
from the country's poor interior. He often refers to himself as "sent by God," has promised the
indigenous population an influential role in his administration, and told campesinos they would
have direct access to the presidency.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 55053
ISSN: 1060-4189

Oviedo says he will not carry out "neoliberal policies," rather "Christian policies," and he promised
to delay payment on the foreign debt. "We can owe money, but we cannot owe the hungry," he said.
Oviedo also vowed to "end the corruption, the robberies, and the violations of laws."

Oviedo victory disturbs observers at home and abroad
Although Oviedo's populist rhetoric, promises, and commitments have captured significant support,
the picture of a president who participated in one coup and attempted another is disturbing to many
political analysts in Paraguay and internationally. "The vote result demonstrates that democracy
has not won over most of the population in the country," said political analyst Victor Jacinta
Flecha. "Oviedo's victory is the expression of a profound economic, political, and social crisis in
Paraguay. He offers miraculous, fast solutions to this grave crisis." Said analyst Carlos Martini,
"They have chosen a coup-plotting soldier with fascist characteristics who has shown deep disdain
for the Constitution and the law." Martini said Washington and several Latin American neighbors
were concerned about the Oviedo victory. The US has been openly critical of Oviedo for "lacking
democratic credentials." "My government does not understand how a person who threatens to use
force against the constitutional government can, 17 months later, be a candidate for president of a
democratic country," said outgoing US Ambassador Robert Service.
President Wasmosy spoke at the UN General Assembly in New York on Sept. 23, and later met with
Thomas Pickering, US undersecretary of state for political affairs, about the situation in the country.
According to press reports in New York, Pickering repeated the State Department's position that
"a man like the retired general cannot be president of Paraguay." In explaining Oviedo's victory,
analyst Alberto Vargas said it was partly the result of a well-financed publicity machine. "The
second reason was his discourse, simple and suited to the country's situation, aimed at desperate
people, and which gave an impression of executive efficiency," said Vargas. According to Andrew
Nickson, a British university professor and co-author with Peter Lambert of "The Transition
to Democracy in Paraguay," the 1989 coup was carried out to re-establish the alliance between
the military and the ANR, and Paraguay now has a very restricted democracy as a result of its
authoritarian legacy.
According to Nickson, both Oviedo and Argana employ populist and messianic rhetoric and
represent a phenomenon that is deeply ingrained in the Partido Colorado. Nevertheless, said
Nickson, this might have been less evident at this time if the two democratic administrations since
the end of the dictatorship "would have put greater emphasis on directly confronting the country's
structural problems: the cotton crisis, agrarian reform, the growing inequality and level of poverty in
some areas, and the problems of security and corruption."
Despite his victory, Oviedo's path to the presidency faces many obstacles, including the opposition
of much of his own party and the criminal charges of rebellion and sedition stemming from the
April 1996 coup attempt. If the case is heard and he is found guilty before the May elections, his
running mate will face the opposition coalition candidate. The likely opposition candidate is one
of the few voices not denouncing Oviedo's victory. Domingo Laino of the Partido Liberal Radical
Autentico (PLRA) said, "He is a candidate who favors our interests." [Sources: Notimex, 09/05/97;
Inter Press Service, 08/30/97, 09/05/97, 09/09/97; Reuter, 09/05/97, 09/08/97, 09/10/97, 09/19/97,
09/21/97, 09/23/97, 09/24/97; El Nuevo Herald, Notimex, 09/24/97; Associated Press, 09/05/97,
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09/08/97, 09/14/97, 09/23/97, 09/25/97; ABC Color, (Paraguay), 09/17/97, 09/23/97, 09/26/97; Clarin
(Argentina), 09/25/97, 09/26/97; Noticias Online (Paraguay), 09/26/97]
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